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- by Alex Walker

The old adage that you can tell the relative

success of a surgical procedure by the

number of techniques described to treat the problem is a truth.

Total hip replacement was first described in the early 1960’s and

there are still only 2 basic techniques - cemented or non-cemented.

On the other hand, surgery to treat rupture of the cranial cruciate

ligament (CCL) has had a plethora of techniques including 

intracapsular, extracapsular (each using a myriad of implants and

fixation), fibula head transposition, capsulorrhapy and now tibial

osteotomies. I have done my time with them all.

Over ten years ago, Dr Barclay Slocum changed the way we think

about stifle biomechanics. Previously, stifle stability and range 

of motion was thought to be controlled by ligaments with the 

CCL preventing internal rotation, hyperextension and cranial 

displacement of the tibia relative to the femoral condyles. Slocum

described a model where the forces of weight bearing, thigh 

musculature and ligaments affect stifle stability. Slocum 

recognized the existence of “cranial tibial thrust” (when a force 

is created across the stifle joint the tibia wants to displace 

cranially), which is resisted primarily by the CCL. This force varies

with weight bearing and the degree of a “tibial slope”. The tibial

slope varies between individuals and the degree of compression

varies with weight and activity. He postulated that by reducing the

tibial slope the cranial tibial thrust is also reduced eventually

reaching a point where 

no cranial thrust is 

created on weight

bearing.  He designed

a technique called

“tibial plateau leveling

osteotomy” or TPLO

(Figure 1.). He patented

this technique requiring

veterinarians to attend
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workshops before gaining the right to perform the procedure. This

requirement plus the need for specialized instrumentation and

implants slowed the uptake of the technique. This led to other

techniques being developed to alter the tibial slope. In 2000 

we started performing a modification of a technique developed 

at the University of Zurich by Dr Pierre Montavon, which we 

have called the proximal tibial intra-articular wedge ostectomy

(PTIO) (Figure 2). To assess our results we designed a prospective

study that followed

60 stifles for 12 months

after surgery. We

assessed complica-

tions, lameness scores,

thigh muscle circum-

ference, range of motion,

progression of DJD and

surgeon and owner

assessment of limb

function preoperatively

and then at 6 and 12

months. Results showed rapid return of thigh musculature, no loss

of stifle range of motion, slow progression of osteoarthritis over

the 12 months and excellent limb function in 90% of the patients.

Most patients were large breeds (mean weight 39kg) and 58% had

bilateral cranial cruciate ruptures. The study has since been 

published in Veterinary Surgery.

Despite the success of this technique we have recently changed 

to the Slocum TPLO because this technique is the global “gold

standard” and is actively being researched around the world. Over

the last 5 years we have become firm advocates (from curious

sceptics) of the TPLO technique for large and active dogs. The technique

is technically challenging with a steep learning curve and the

potential for complications that demand astute clinical decisions.

As surgeons, we have advanced our understanding of stifle bio-

mechanics and, although not the Holy Grail, TPLO does give us

confidence that we can achieve normal or near normal function in

most dogs with CCL rupture. The benefits are a more rapid return

to exercise (without the anxiety of prosthesis breakage/loosening),

maintenance of range of motion, ability to treat large dogs with

good results and excellent limb function even after heavy exercise.

Five Years of Experience
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Huntaways Reg and Ben Laden have made owner Ken Smith proud

in more than one way. 

Ken and wife Audrey live and work on ‘Meringa Station’ near

Taumarunui where a good team of dogs is essential. The country is

big and steep and moving stock anywhere takes a lot out of dogs

so taking good care of his team is a priority for Ken.

Both Reg and Ben Laden can usually be found earning a living on

the station but they also compete regularly at dog trials around the

North Island and both have been successful at club level as well

as the New Zealand National Dog Trials.

Reg, a big black and brindle huntaway with an even bigger bark,

won the Zig-Zag at the 2001 New Zealand Nationals at Gisborne.

Ken says while Reg (11) qualified for the National Champs again

this year he is getting slow compared to the younger competitors

but thanks to some deft surgery by veterinary specialist Richard

Jerram there is still plenty of life left in this old dog yet.

Last November Ken was pushing a mob of sheep down the side of

a basin with Reg when the dog pulled up sore - “everything looked

okay but when he came back up to me he was carrying his left back

leg. Reg is usually as strong as an ox and not inclined to injury so

I took him down to the local veterinarian Alan Brown at

Taumarunui Vets.”

He says Alan knew Reg’s reputation both as a top trial and working

dog and after discussing the injury Alan referred Reg straight

through to the Veterinary Specialist Group (VSG) at Unitec, Mt Albert.

“Reg has been a mate to me for over a decade and so I wanted any

intervention to be done well - I didn’t want him to suffer or not be

able to get about and lead a normal life so, after talking it over

with Alan, I took him up to VSG.”

VSG specialist vet-

erinarian Richard

Jerram told Ken 

that while he could

operate on and fix

Reg’s injury with a

new cranial cruciate 

ligament technique, whether the ligament would ever strengthen

up enough to hunt sheep straight up a hill again was an unknown.

After discussing all the pros and cons Ken decided to go ahead

with the surgery as Reg was a special sort of dog who was well

worth the effort.“I can’t speak highly enough of the VSG team and

the care Reg received - he was treated like a king. He really is a 

people dog and when I took him in (to be operated on) the staff

made such a fuss of him that he just walked away with them and

didn’t bother looking back at me.” Reg came through the operation

with flying colours and Richard Jerram was very happy with the

results. He gave Ken strict instructions as to post operative care

which included keeping Reg as quiet as possible. - Ken went out

and bought an arthritis collar which was entirely his idea and he

believes this also helped Reg recover.

“We took him home and had to lock him up for a few weeks - he

was septic about that and then to make matters worse he had to

suffer the indignity of being taken for walks on a lead in front of

his mates. He was not well impressed with this part of the pro-

gramme but he made a full recovery which was just a matter of

time and is as good as new.”

Ken says without the expert intervention of Richard and the team

at VSG things would have turned out very differently - “the service

they offer is of the highest order on both medical and personal 

levels - I’d describe them as brilliant, caring and totally trustworthy.

“Richard was honest and open from the start about both the costs,

which were considerable, and the possibility that Reg may not

regain the strength required to move sheep uphill.  I was adamant

that I didn’t want the dog to suffer and Richard respected that.  In

the end it was not the injury that moved me to retire Reg, it was

simply his age. Like all of us he is not as quick as he used to be

but still gives 100% and no-one would guess he’s ever had major

surgery on a hind leg.”

So Reg is now happily pottering around on ‘Meringa’ shifting the

odd mob and living out a well earned retirement but he did take

time out to send his own email to the team at VSG.

Hi Richard

It’s Reg here.... I thought I’d better drop you a line and let you

know what has happened since you operated on my leg about

twelve months ago.

I really thought you and Ken were a couple of real mongrels for

keeping me locked up for six weeks but I am full steam ahead

now. I have qualified for the New Zealand champs at Taumarunui.

This year the photo is of

me and my mate Ben

Laden (the terrorist of

the dog world at the

club trials) Ben, the 

little upstart, won class

3 but I was third and

picked up the rest of my points when he couldn’t. I’m still 

putting up mid to high 90s runs and Ken reckons I will be 

retiring after Taumarunui but we will see.

Once again thank you one and all

REG, Ken and Audrey Smith

Specialist Surgery for Handy Huntaway - Straight Furrow
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